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Australian universities have rebu ed Australia’s former Prime Minister
Tony Abbott and the Ramsay Centre for Western Civilisation for wanting to
endow programs that are actively pro-Western civilization. Yet, America’s
top schools and universities have been doing that for one-hundred years.
Universities don’t often turn down money. But the Australian National
University recently rejected a multimillion-dollar o er from the Ramsay
Centre for Western Civilisation to fund Western Civilization course that
would be “not merely about Western civilisation but in favour of it, in the
words of Ramsay board member and former Prime Minister Tony Abbott.
Other Australian universities have reportedly also turned down the money.
Abbott’s positive spin is controversial on Australian university campuses
and has even been called racist by some. Western Civilization courses have
also sometimes been controversial in the United States. But, that may be
because critics don’t know much about their history.
It all goes back to World War One. In the ﬁrst weeks of the war, German
troops murdered thousands of Belgian civilians for resisting the German
advance. Some of the most infamous German atrocities were committed in
the university town of Louvain, which German troops systematically
burned to the ground.
In a vain attempt to justify the complete destruction of that town, and its
ancient Belgian university, a group of ninety-three German professors
signed an open letter to their colleagues in “the civilized world” laying out
the case for German militarism. The signatories included fourteen Nobel
Prize winners, one-ﬁfth of all those living at the time.
The esteemed professors lamented that in Louvain “our troops with aching
hearts were obliged to ﬁre a part of the town as a punishment.” They
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pleaded that “were it not for German militarism, German civilization would
long since have been extirpated.”
Shocked by such unabashed barbarism, American public opinion turned
against Germany. When the United States ultimately joined Australia and
the Western world in the “war to end all wars,” the U.S. Army
commissioned Columbia University to develop a humanities class to teach
student o cers about the Western civilization they were tasked with
saving.
The class, called “War Issues,” was founded on the idea that “an
understanding of the worth of the cause for which one is ﬁghting is a
powerful weapon.” When the war ended, Columbia made the class a
requirement for all students under the title “Introduction to Contemporary
Civilization in the West.”
Thus the American educational tradition of “Western Civ” was born.
John Erskine, the pioneer of Columbia’s course in the Western classics,
insisted that “students should approach the works directly, not through
secondary articles and books about them . . . the classes should be
conducted as discussions, not lectures, to ensure that students would be
thinking for themselves.”
The idea that students should come to their own conclusions, without
scholarly interpretations to guide them, was highly controversial among
Erskine’s fellow professors. But the idea caught on. For the last hundred
years, most top American schools and universities have o ered Western
Civilization programs based on direct student engagement with the great
books of the world.
The point of these programs is not the “greatness” or “Westernness” of
the books. It is the greatness and Westernness of the civilization that reads
them. Western Civilization and great books programs are premised on the
great Western idea that we are a civilization of people who think for
ourselves.
Australia needs more of this. Australian schools and universities are good at
teaching students to master the disciplinary expertise of their chosen
subject areas—they are less good at tolerating the independence of mind
that people develop by thinking for themselves.
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The Western Civilization program proposed by the Ramsay Centre has the
potential to ﬁll this gap. Education in the Western canon is ﬁne, but
Australia’s universities already o er hundreds of courses in the classics.
Funding a space for independent thinking—that would be something new
in Australia’s universities, and very welcome.
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